Introduction {#S0001}
============

The transition from home to university represents a space requiring active navigation by new students (Palmer, O'Kane, and Owens [2009](#CIT0059)). Although transition presents opportunities for personal growth, it is also associated with psychological change and increased stress (Dyson and Renk [2006](#CIT0024); Fisher and Hood [1987](#CIT0027)) arising from separation from support networks (Rice [1992](#CIT0067)). Loss of links to existing peer groups (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe [2007](#CIT0025)) can challenge adaptation to university life (Paul and Brier [2001](#CIT0061)), with the new emotional demands placed on the transitioning student threatening adjustment and increasing risk of leaving prematurely (McMillan [2013](#CIT0049)).

Tinto's ([1975](#CIT0076)) model of student retention states that successful transition requires both social and academic integration, with social integration correlated with the acquisition of a friendship group, positive relations with staff and reported level of enjoyment at university. Integration into a larger social context further requires perceived social connectedness, associated with the feeling of belonging and relatedness with people and stemming from the quantity and quality of connections between self and others (Lee and Robbins [1995](#CIT0043)). Social connectedness is associated with lower perceived stress among students (Lee, Keough, and Sexton [2002](#CIT0044)) and is considered a precursor to perceived social support (Mashek et al. [2006](#CIT0048)). This has in turn been identified as a significant factor in reducing risk of student drop-out (Mallinckrodt [1998](#CIT0047); Nicpon et al. [2006](#CIT0057)).

Alcohol is seen as an important social lubricant in UK student populations (Read et al. [2003](#CIT0066); Seaman and Ikegwuonu [2011](#CIT0071)), and may be influential during the process of transition to university through its role in facilitation of social group formation. For a majority of UK students, university co-occurs with the attainment of legal drinker status and increased exposure to alcohol consumption, both among peers and in drinking environments (Biederman et al. [2000](#CIT0008); Rosenquist et al. [2010](#CIT0069)). This may increase exposure to risk of harm, with heavy drinking associated with multiple adverse outcomes in student populations, including accidents (Clapp, Shillington, and Segars [2000](#CIT0016)), being a victim of crime (Newbury-Birch et al. [2009](#CIT0055)) and increased risk of unprotected sex (White and Hingson [2013](#CIT0078)).

Evidence suggests that large numbers of students are consuming at levels considerably over recommended guideline amounts and frequently in binge-style drinking episodes (Craigs et al. [2011](#CIT0020); Morton and Tighe [2011](#CIT0054)). Expectations of drinking as a normalised part of student behaviour are widely-held (Hebden et al. [2015](#CIT0033)), with deviations from stereotypical norms viewed as strange or unsociable (Conroy and de Visser [2012](#CIT0019)). The associated risks of student drinking therefore suggest an ongoing need to challenge alcohol norms and behaviours on campus.

Although alcohol awareness and safe drinking campaigns are commonly undertaken at UK universities (Orme and Coghill [2014](#CIT0058)), such approaches show little impact on consumption (Larimer and Cronce [2007](#CIT0042)). Students are likely to disregard advice from universities in favour of making their own decisions as part of newly-acquired adult status (Snow et al. [2003](#CIT0072)). Further, alcohol awareness efforts delivered in drinking settings are often considered incongruent with the perceived purpose of the setting (Brooks [2011](#CIT0010)).

Resistance to change may also be more likely where there are perceived social benefits of alcohol, particularly during the, potentially challenging, transition period. Drinking together is perceived as important in the process of social bonding at university (Kairouz et al. [2002](#CIT0040); Read et al. [2003](#CIT0066)), with peer drinking levels rated as the most significant reason for own drinking levels by students (Faulkner et al. [2006](#CIT0026)). Integration into heavy-drinking peer groups is strongly associated with increased consumption (Cheng and Lo [2015](#CIT0015)), and deviation from peer group norms is increasingly difficult with greater degree of integration (Hornsey et al. [2007](#CIT0036)). This suggests that, should early peer group development in students be formulated around alcohol, heavier drinking norms will be more difficult to reduce later where group behaviour has been established. Evidence suggests that the desire to drink in moderation is a strong predictor of future behaviour (Fry et al. [2014](#CIT0030)), but this desire may be less likely to develop if benefits from non-moderate drinking are obtained, including social connections.

For universities to more effectively intervene in reducing harms associated with student alcohol use, better understanding of the range of drivers to current behaviour is important. This includes the perceived benefits attained from drinking among student cohorts. If alcohol acts to facilitate the development of new peer relationships and, consequently, reduces transition anxiety through meeting needs for social connections, this has implications for addressing harms associated with consumption in this population. Further, this may suggest that non-/low-drinking students are at risk of social exclusion as a result of non-participation in traditional drinking activities.

This article explores alcohol use as an aid to social integration for a sample of new, residential students at one UK university. It reports findings from qualitative research exploring the role of alcohol in relationship development and discusses the risks of harm associated with this potential perceived benefit. It also discusses the role of the university setting in facilitating continuation of heavy drinking norms.

Methods {#S0002}
=======

This research explored student perceptions of alcohol as a means of reducing transition anxiety and aiding social connectedness. Data is reported from in-depth, semi-structured interviews with first-year students (*N* = 23) at one urban, UK university. Ethical approval for the research was gained from the institution's research ethics board. Interviews were carried out as part of a broader, instrumental case study (Stake [1995](#CIT0073)) exploring the development of alcohol policy and practice at the site. Within an instrumental case study, case selection is not based on either unique features or representativeness, but on opportunity to study the research problem by identifying features that may be relevant in other settings (Bassey [1999](#CIT0006)). The case should not be considered a 'typical' example of a university, with concepts of typicality deemed problematic in social settings where each possesses unique processes and interactions (Stake [2000](#CIT0074)). Case study here provides opportunities to elicit context-dependent knowledge, which foregrounds the development of broader principles (Flyvbjerg [2006](#CIT0028)).

All interviews were conducted by the lead author, with discussion of pre-arrival concerns, expectations of alcohol use and post-arrival drinking behaviour. We further explored the perceived role of alcohol in relationship formation and the significance of this for adaptation. Interviews took around 45--60 minutes and were held in a private room in the Student Union (SU), as chosen by all participants from several available options. The semi-structured approach facilitated personal, non-prescriptive accounts of significant issues, allowing flexibility in exploring new and emerging avenues (Newton [2010](#CIT0056)) and the inclusion of theoretically-derived themes (King and Horrocks [2010](#CIT0041)).

Mapping the research setting {#S0002-S2001}
----------------------------

Development of student interview guide content was facilitated through in-depth exploration of organisational processes impacting student experiences, including analysis of documents relating to alcohol, and observations of campus harm-reduction activities. Two site visits were made (with permission) to key areas including bars and housing, and any visible material relating to alcohol was noted. This included awareness-raising posters, rules/policies and signposting to advice services. All policies mentioning alcohol were also obtained on request and were analysed to consider: embedded rules, target audience, structure and organisation and inclusion of evidence (Rapley [2008](#CIT0064)). University webpages were searched for references to alcohol and the context of this noted, including any advice/guidance and any reported prohibitions. Interviews were also carried out with staff (*N* = 17) to understand the development of alcohol policy and practice, with findings from these also contributing to the student interview guide. These staff were identified through discussion with human resources, as well as the lead researcher's own previous experience of delivering alcohol work in university settings, meaning familiarity with key departments. All were from non-academic teams with direct involvement in student well-being, including staff from Student Residences, Student Support and the Student Union. Within these teams interviews were carried out with those self-defining as involved in alcohol policies and/or practice development at the time of interview. From this mapping activity, questions were formulated for interviews with students, to include awareness and perceptions of the range and content of activities noted as well as perceptions of and behaviours around alcohol.

Participants {#S0002-S2002}
------------

Students cannot be considered as officially attending any specific university prior to registration, meaning no pre-/post-test interview design was possible to explore views and behaviour prior to joining. Instead, first-year students were targeted in the first term to ensure that reflections on transition were as recent as possible. First-year residential students were selected due to evidence of heavier drinking among those living on-campus away from family supervision (Thombs et al. [2009](#CIT0075); Ward and Gryczynski [2009](#CIT0077)). Concern over formation of new peer relationships is also higher among this group compared with students commuting from the family home (Buote et al. [2007](#CIT0013)). University data protection policy meant that it was not possible to contact students directly through emails or residential addresses; therefore, on the recommendation of staff participants, recruitment was carried out through face-to-face contact outside of residences sites, where the research was outlined, including the offer of a £10 shopping voucher for participants. This was supplemented through a convenience sampling method, utilising the lead author's part-time teaching work. This direct approach is commonly utilised in organisational studies where the researcher may be in a position to access a population due to their own role (Bryman [2008](#CIT0012)). It was important that students felt no pressure or coercion due to the power differential inherent in the institutional relationship (Miller and Bell [2002](#CIT0052)), therefore they were asked only if they would be willing to take flyers back to their accommodation and display them somewhere visible to flatmates. Subsequently, some who agreed to this did ask to take part themselves and were accepted into the study. Twenty-one interviewees lived in university-owned halls and two lived in the same shared house off-campus. Participants may be 'typical' according to the age and residential profile of a majority of UK undergraduate students but are not here being defined as representative, reflecting the qualitative nature of the study (Barbour [2001](#CIT0004)). Findings are applicable to this group but may provide insights into experiences of others within similar settings.

Data analysis {#S0002-S2003}
-------------

Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke [2006](#CIT0009)) was used to explore the data, commencing with initial reading by the primary author for emerging themes. An iterative coding framework was developed from this reading, then enhanced through re-reading and through consideration of relevant research literature. This allowed for incorporation of emerging and unplanned interview data that is, arguably, unsuitable for inter-rater coding (Morse [1997](#CIT0053)). Inter-rater reliability was not available for this thesis project; however, code development was discussed with the study co-author at multiple points. All decisions on collapsing and refining codes were rationalised and agreed with the study co-author prior to final development of content categories. These were centred on student anxieties prior to arrival at university; expectations of alcohol use; and interpretations of the role and function of alcohol in relationship processes. The flexibility of the thematic analytic approach is evident where the focus is on depth of meaning within the data (King and Horrocks [2010](#CIT0041)). Illustrative quotes are presented where they are indicative of emergent themes from the data. Throughout the article students are referred to as S(n). Summary biographical information is provided in [Table 1](#T0001).10.1080/0309877X.2018.1527024-T0001Table 1.Student participants. Personal detailsS1White English female, 18 years old, studying HistoryS2White English male, 19 years old, studying CriminologyS3White English male, 18 years old, studying EnglishS4White Welsh female, 19 years old, studying ChemistryS5White English female, 18 years old, studying OptometryS6Female EU student (did not want country of origin recorded), 19 years old, studying MathsS7Asian female International student, 19 years old, studying PsychologyS8White Welsh female, 20 years old, studying CriminologyS9White Welsh male, 20 years old, studying Biomedical ScienceS10White English male, 19 years old, studying GeosciencesS11White English female, 18 years old, studying MusicS12White male EU student, 20 years old, studying EngineeringS13White English female, 19 years old, studying SociologyS14White English female, 21 years old, studying CriminologyS15Asian Welsh female, 19 years old, studying EducationS16White English male, 20 years old, studying PharmacyS17White English male, 19 years old, studying ChemistryS18White English female, 19 years old, studying CriminologyS19White Welsh female, 18 years old, studying PsychologyS20White Welsh female, 19 years old, studying EducationS21Black English male, 19 years old, studying PharmacyS22White English male, 18 years old, studying Computer ScienceS23White English male, 19 years old, studying Biomedical Science

Results {#S0003}
=======

Main worries before arrival {#S0003-S2001}
---------------------------

We asked students to reflect back on what they had been most worried about in the summer directly before starting university. For most, the pressure to develop new friendships was their main source of anxiety, with concern focused primarily on new living companions rather than on academic coursemates. Although this worry was consistent across the group, with no patterning by gender, age or course of study, these kinds of concern were not the main focus of transition activities on-site. Mapping and staff interviews identified that transition support at the university was primarily focused on academic and life skills development, such as financial planning, and largely aimed at sub-groups of the student population, such as those without family support, ex-service personnel and others. The university did feature a mentoring service for the general new student population, which included advice from older students on societies available, local facilities and academic support. This therefore offered some social support potential, but was available to a very small fraction of the first-year population on current resourcing. This means that, for a majority, the structure of arrival sees first encounters with new housemates happen before contact with other aspects of the university, such as staff structure, academic structure or coursemates. These encounters were therefore seen as highly significant for initial integration: "You don't want to be the one who's like not even happy in your flat or you don't bond with anyone properly in your flat because you're stuck with them ... if you were just unhappy, I don't think you'd last very long. (S4, F)" "If you'll meet people who you'll get along with or if you'll like struggle to make friends and stuff ... because everyone says it's easy to make friends but you don't actually know what it's going to be like until you get there. (S9, M)"

Social connectedness is associated with positive appraisal of environment (Fox and Marsh [1998](#CIT0029)), and this was seen here in participant expectations that absence of bonds would potentially impact their attitudes towards the wider university experience: "I think obviously you're worried about like getting on with people like making friends and stuff; you know that's the last thing you want is to come here and not. (S3, M)" "I think I just knew if I didn't get along with people I just would hate everything else about uni. (S1, F)"

Some students reported taking steps to reduce these pre-arrival concerns, going online to either Facebook groups linking students from the same residences or the chat site 'Student Room', where current and previous students post information on halls, social activities in the area and other aspects of university life. This generally involved planning drinking events, with previous residents suggesting 'big pre-drinks' sessions to meet housemates and break the ice on arrival. Online groups like this were identified as helpful in starting to create an image of campus life and also providing opportunities for development of social connections; for example: "Definitely Facebook was a big part ... we all talked over Facebook, tried to get to know each other a little bit more so that was nice, that was really good. (S11, F)"

For participants, these sites were generally viewed as a positive; however, the emphasis on planning social events around alcohol may act to develop and reinforce the positioning of alcohol as normative at university, with little evident challenge to this from other users of the site.

Alcohol and social connections {#S0003-S2002}
------------------------------

Pre-university drinking experience was highly varied among participants, with a majority having drunk at least occasionally before but most citing that their consumption had increased significantly on arrival. Prior experience of alcohol as a social lubricant within peer relationships likely contributed to reported expectations of alcohol as helpful in bonding at university. For several participants, this was further reinforced through the experiences of parents, older siblings or peers who had gone to university previously and shared their drinking experiences, strengthening their association between student status and alcohol. For example: "You've got like cousins and friends and stuff who have gone to uni and, sort of like, they've been saying you drink quite a lot at uni and stuff to relax and socialise. (S22, M)" "My brother's three years older than me and he's always talking about that \[drinking at university\]. (S13, F)"

Pre-arrival online activity, previous personal experience and interpersonal relationships acted to develop and reinforce expectations that post-arrival social integration would involve drinking. This was then widely reinforced by initial experience of the alcohol-intense university and local community context on arrival. At this site, and others in the UK, the Freshers period characterising the beginnings of university life has historically embedded associations with alcohol use (Fuller et al. [2017](#CIT0031)). It was notable that these were not officially expressed, with SU staff keen to communicate that none of their publicity materials for Freshers mentioned alcohol. This contrasted heavily with flyers and promotional material available everywhere around campus from local bars and clubs, which focused predominantly on drink promotions. However, student and staff expectations, based on social norms, inter-personal messages and experiences, illustrate that, regardless of whether alcohol is stated explicitly as part of social activity, this is assumed anyway. It was commonly expected here that drinking would be the primary social activity for new arrivals: "You know that basically Freshers is just going to be, just total binge drinking chaos really. (S4, F)" "It's synonymous with Freshers week. I went round to see all my friends at different unis so like, I'd spent weekends in the different ones and it's quite a common theme, like it's what everyone does to tolerate each other. (S16, M)"

This was echoed in staff perceptions: "At the end of the day there's like two and a half thousand 18 year olds really so there's going to be a lot of them that are going to want to go out and drink and there's nothing you can do about that. (SU staff, M)"

This normative understanding of the likely dominance of alcohol during initial university life was shared regardless of own drinking experience and behaviour, with self-defined non-/low-drinkers as likely to cite this view, illustrating the dominance of stereotypical portrayals. The few non-/low-drinkers included here reported planning numerous tactics for this period in the knowledge that they were likely to be excluded from typical activities, including securing part-time work and arranging multiple visits from family to keep busy. These adaptations illustrate the potential for the alcohol-intense Freshers period to socially exclude some new students, with implications for their experience of transition.

To understand how this period had been negotiated by self-reported drinking students, we discussed behaviour after arrival, including tactics employed for social engagement and the role of alcohol within these processes. For most, the prior expectation of drinking together was enacted through consumption in flats on initial meetings as a means of developing connections. Several described bringing special bottles of spirits to share, planning alcohol shopping trips together and planning drinking games as means of overcoming initial tensions: "It was the first night we had in our halls; they'd put a board game on the table and it was, if you land on this you have to do certain things and one of the guys like had to eat a raw onion and just random things like that and then it got a bit rubbish so we played Ring of Fire \[*drinking game*\]. (S5, F)"

High-risk drinking, including drinking games, was widely reported as being common during initial social activity with new peers. Drinking games are perceived within groups as socially beneficial (Workman [2001](#CIT0079)), potentially due to the associated reduction of inhibitions but also as an expression of trust in new contacts. However, they are also associated with increased consumption and risk of negative outcomes (Clapp, Reed, and Ruderman [2014](#CIT0017)). No concern over this was reported, with drinking together observed as positively impacting and enhancing commonality, as a precursor to the development of social connectedness: "Alcohol probably does make it easier, takes away the awkwardness of it, I think. You can have something in common when you're drinking with people. (S2, M)" "I think in the first week, settling in, having to live with people that you don't know, it's a lot easier to get to know them by having a bit \[*of alcohol*\]. (S14, F)" "It sounds stupid but you kind of feel a bit more confident when you've had a drink or something. So at the start of pre-drinks on the first night I was just standing in the corner like 'what am I doing here? I don't know anyone.' (S8, F)"

Some students drew a distinction between drinking together and chatting in halls as 'doing something', as opposed to chatting without alcohol as 'doing nothing', reflecting anthropological accounts of alcohol as a marker used to characterise a situation as a social event (Fox and Marsh [1998](#CIT0029)): "I think that the drinking helps with like meeting your neighbours as well ... because you're more likely to be in and out ... whereas to go and knock on their door in the afternoon for a cup of tea ... it doesn't seem the same as for drinking. (S4, F)" "It also gives you an excuse just to sit around and talk, which like, just sitting in the kitchen not having a drink, chatting just seems a bit strange with nothing to put your hands on. (S1, F)"

Students are highly likely to consider alcohol as a social tool aiding friendship formation (Collins et al. [2014](#CIT0018)) and this was reflected in the data, with most who drank rating this as aiding friendship development, through both confirmation of shared norms and in reducing anxiety: "Because like loads of your peers do it and if you want to make friends you do it as well, yeah. (S7, F)" "The first week we pretty much went out every single night ... I think that did help like you find out things about each other. (S1, F)" "A lot of people are quite nervous about meeting new people and they just find a little bit of drink and seeing other people drinking and you just get a bit more confident... (S9, M)"

The development of shared bonds, including stories and experiences, indicates the beginning of a shift from being individuals in a shared space to the attainment of social group status (Deaux [2001](#CIT0023)). This process was observed here, with alcohol rated as highly significant to group development by a majority, reflecting internalisation of cultural understandings associating sociability with alcohol use (Griffin et al. [2009](#CIT0032)): "Probably the relationship wouldn't have been as strong. There is something about going out with people when they're getting drunk and having a good time that does, sort of, bring you close together... (S23, M)"

Positive appraisal of peer groups is significant in perceived social connectedness (Lee, Draper, and Lee [2001](#CIT0045)). This was observed here through the reported effect of alcohol in reducing inhibitions, which aided initial bonding and also enhanced feelings of safety provided by group membership (Baron and Kerr [1992](#CIT0005)): "I think, yeah, it just relaxes you a bit and then you start having a bit more fun and I guess, see who the silly ones are and things like that when you get a bit more drunk... (S4, F)" "But then after you've had a few nights and stuff you get to know people and it's like when something happens, like if something bad happens on a night out and someone helps you, you know like who you can trust and stuff as well. (S8, F)"

Although students generally stated that bonding with new peer groups would have happened eventually, it was felt by a majority that it happened faster where alcohol was utilised: "I think in the morning when we woke up and we'd all been out together we were like sober again but the awkwardness was like gone, so we got on pretty much straight away from that I think. (S1, F)""In the first night you go out you kind of get to know people properly; obviously you're, kind of, a bit more relaxed when you do have alcohol ... It's just weird to think what it would have been like without alcohol. (S2, M)"

The role of alcohol in enhancing social connectedness is especially significant where recent loss of existing social relationships has occurred and the need to feel embedded in new social contexts is paramount: "I think it \[alcohol\] probably makes bonding quicker because then you have stories to tell rather than, like ... you make your stories with them rather than just telling them about friends from home. (S13, F)"

In the context of transition to university, where achievement of social integration through the acquisition of new social connections can impact on the overall success of transition, this importance is magnified further. Here, participants were highly likely to rate alcohol as beneficial to meeting their social needs, and it is notable that no one cited concerns over alcohol-related harms or negative drinking outcomes. This suggests that perceived social benefits were being prioritised over risks among this cohort at this point in time.

Deviation from the norm {#S0003-S2003}
-----------------------

A significant aspect of social connectedness involves feeling accepted as an independent self in relation to others (Lee, Draper, and Lee [2001](#CIT0045)) and this was impacted here for some students by deviation from majority drinking norms. Three students who defined themselves as non-/low-drinkers all experienced barriers to social connectedness as a result of this, including the feeling of having to explain non-participation as well as perceiving that formation of peer groups had taken longer for them than for drinking peers. There were observable differences in the framing of alcohol within friendship processes between students who identified as low- or non-consumers prior to arrival, and students who expected to drink. Students without strong drinker identities were likely to report alcohol as unimportant in their peer group formation but were more likely to report initial difficulties in establishing friendships as well as perceived pressure: "Some people will say like 'oh well yeah you'd have more fun if you drank' ... there is pressure, people, some people aren't understanding at all. (S15, F)"

The impact of non-adherence to majority norms on alcohol supports the argument that adopting 'typical' drinker behaviour constitutes the easy option (Hepworth et al. [2016](#CIT0034)) for new students in meeting the need for connectedness. All three reported that the process of establishing social connections felt slower for them than for their drinking peers, reinforcing the difficulties associated with deviation from localised standards of behaviour. For S6, this even resulted in having to change accommodation to escape from perceived bullying over non-participation in drinking norms within her flat. Although the SU offers events advertised as 'alcohol-free', these occur during the day with nothing in the evening, meaning programming creates temporal segregation between drinking and non-drinking or moderate-drinking students. This segments the use of the SU as a space based around the nature of social activity occurring, thus creating rules of attendance which are then communicated to new students. The SU recognises its role in providing social opportunities to new students: "I think that there is enormous benefit in us running the Freshers offering that we do, way over and above just the income generation that it gives. What we offer is a chance to make friends, and that is what students crave. (SU staff, M)"

This suggests that current provision -- which is perceived as alcohol-driven -- may deter non-drinkers from full participation in the social activities on offer, potentially inhibiting opportunity for social group formation. This was acknowledged by other staff: "It's a kind of stereotyped cliché that students come, they get pissed all week. And some people come and they don't actually want to do that. And it is very much geared in the union to go drinking, so I can imagine it is difficult. (Student Support staff, F)"

Responses to campus harm reduction {#S0003-S2004}
----------------------------------

At this site it was university practice to signpost all new students to webpages on alcohol safety as part of induction and the content of these was discussed in interview. Content, which was written by university staff in Residences, included tips for a safe night out, warnings over problems stemming from excess alcohol use and strategies to reduce consumption. Most students did not recall seeing the webpages so were shown content and asked for their thoughts. The perceived paternalism of warnings and consumption-reduction messages was widely rejected and seen as unrealistic for students, reflecting findings that this population generally sees little need to reduce drinking (Roche and Watt [1999](#CIT0068)): "This is like the same sort of thing that's drummed into you at school, like drugs are bad, don't drink too much, things like that ... But things like, I don't know, the psychological consequences, people aren't going to care about them and social consequences. (S17, M)" "You get taught like in school, in PHSE, not to drink too much but ... don't know, I don't think it would really alter many people's behaviour unless they had a real problem where they like depended on it. (S13, F)"

For one interviewee, prioritisation of alcohol and sociability negated the value of tips on reducing risky drinking styles: "I think that's the best way of doing it, personally ... I understand that point, though, of you may feel pressured into drinking but I think it's quite a good social thing to do, rounds. (S12, M)"

Where the university stated more specific safety tips around safe travel and guarding possessions, these were more welcome and considered more useful by a majority; however, there was little expectation that such messages would be effective. This expectation was shared by several staff members who commented that, although it was seen as part of the duty of the university to provide such information, it was important to not become paternalistic: "This is not a school, this is a university, you're dealing with adults. As long as we are, I think, giving students the right advice, the right support, then, then that probably is sufficient. (University Management Team, M)"

Where advice contrasts with student conceptions of their own adult status, this is likely to be rejected as contradicting their right to learn from their own experience (Brown and Murphy [2018](#CIT0011)). Further, such messaging would struggle to compete with established social narratives: "It's just trying to find the best way of getting messages across really, because we're not going to change it completely, it's part of growing up, it's part of being a young person, let alone a student. (Estates Staff, M)"

Discussion {#S0004}
==========

Alcohol consumption has been described anthropologically as an inherently social act (Jayne, Valentine, and Holloway [2011](#CIT0038)), with shared consumption assigned high value within the context of peer groups as a tool for cementing bonds (Miles, Cliff, and Burr [1998](#CIT0051); de Visser et al. [2013](#CIT0022)). This research adds to current understanding of the perceived benefits of drinking together in attainment of social integration for new university students. Findings suggest that social motivations to drink are reinforced in this population by the associated reduction in inter-personal anxiety achieved through meeting developmental needs for peer group acquisition, with implications for moderating practices where benefits may be perceived as outweighing costs.

Reflecting previous transition research, the primary anxiety among students before arrival concerned the development of new friendships due to loss of proximity to existing support (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe [2007](#CIT0025); Rice [1992](#CIT0067)). This, coupled with pre-arrival expectations of the positioning of alcohol in student life, ensured that bonding through drinking was commonly pursued and widely deemed to be effective. Despite no active alcohol promotion by the SU being the 'formal' on-campus message, alcohol is still heavily promoted by local retailers and dominates the informal narrative of Freshers, making the decision to omit it almost redundant. New students reported utilising alcohol as a means of developing social connections with new peer networks and forming bonds. Drinking with housemates was commonly cited as enhancing speed of bonding in a situation where rapid adaptation and acquisition of peer networks is prioritised (Buote et al. [2007](#CIT0013); Tinto [1975](#CIT0076)). The role of alcohol in expediting connectedness served an important function in attainment of social integration, with little to suggest that participants were concerned about alcohol-related risk of harm where social benefits were prioritised.

The dominance of alcohol in stereotypical portrayals of student life was reflected in pre-arrival expectations that alcohol would be influential in relationship development. Although previous drinking experiences were highly variable, the expectation of the centrality of alcohol to university social activity was universal. Previous positive experiences alone cannot account for this shared perspective and instead the dominance of wider societal portrayals of youth -- and specifically student -- drinking are influential. These may be reinforced by social media activity, by traditional conceptions of Freshers evident in staff and student expectations, which emphasise the centrality of alcohol. After arrival, and despite official narratives, participant alcohol expectations were then met by early experiences, including the nature of Freshers provision, which was based on a period of segmented social events incorporating heavy drinking as the primary evening social activity. Other initial opportunities for social integration were largely student-led and informal; for example, in social events arranged in residences, with little input from the university, leaving space for the commonality of drinking expectations to be met. Although the site offered transition support through mentoring, as well as daytime non-alcohol activities in the SU, these were not mentioned by participants. There was little sense of an alternative option, with those deviating from the norm more likely to report avoidance of social activities, reinforcing that conformity with majority alcohol behaviour may constitute the easier option for meeting social needs. Students are presented with drinking 'rules' and norms for the setting through contact with institutional practices (Chatterton [1999](#CIT0014)). Learning these rules not only reinforces pre-arrival expectations of alcohol and its positioning at university, but also enhances feelings of gaining control of the new situation (Raffo and Reeves [2000](#CIT0063)), which is significant in minimising the stresses of displacement from existing networks.

However, this absence of challenge to situated norms means that maintenance of existing drinking is likely and exposure to potential alcohol-related harms will continue. This includes exposure to higher risk home drinking as well as games, as reported by this cohort. Pre-drinks in halls of residence increase the likelihood of participation in drinking games (Zamboanga et al. [2014](#CIT0080)), where high-risk consumption practices are often initiated by the heaviest drinkers in the setting and result in others feeling pressured to take part (Polizzotto et al. [2007](#CIT0062)). Further, first-year students report higher consumption during drinking games than traditional non-home drinking events, as well as increased experience of adverse consequences (Clapp, Reed, and Ruderman [2014](#CIT0017)), including blackouts (Ray et al. [2014](#CIT0065)). Those who more frequently observe drinking games occurring are more likely to participate in them (Johnson, Wendel, and Hamilton [1998](#CIT0039)). As evidence indicates that drinkers learn to associate particular venues with drinking styles (Seaman and Ikegwuonu [2010](#CIT0070)), this process of early exposure to alcohol in residences has implications for attempts to challenge alcohol behaviour in student residential settings, with normative perceptions of alcohol use difficult to challenge once established within groups (Livingstone et al. [2011](#CIT0046)). Further, where a setting is perceived as permissive of risky drinking styles, these styles are more likely to be expressed (Ahern et al. [2008](#CIT0001)).

Current approaches to alcohol awareness on UK campuses frequently focus on promotion of 'sensible' drinking, underpinned by individualised conceptions of drinking as lifestyle choice (Larimer and Cronce [2007](#CIT0042)). There is little evidence of the impact on high-risk drinking of these approaches (Croom et al. [2010](#CIT0021); Paschall et al. [2011](#CIT0060)), which are potentially incongruent with the strongly social motives underpinning much student consumption. The benefits of drinking together, coupled with reported resistance to alcohol education messages reminiscent of secondary education, mean that the use of safe drinking messages commonly seen in UK campuses is likely to be ineffective (Brown and Murphy [2018](#CIT0011)). The benefits of shared alcohol norms -- for example, allowing first years to begin feeling like students (Banister and Piacentini [2006](#CIT0003)) -- and ease of conformity to dominant cultural narratives and ready provision of alcohol, suggest that drinking is likely to continue where it is beneficial to adaptation to the university experience. Current practice reinforces a cyclical relationship between student identity ↔ provision of drinking spaces ↔ student drinking styles, which is re-enacted on campuses throughout the UK, providing considerable economic benefits to Student Unions and local communities. Any regulation of student alcohol use is therefore being attempted within a setting where it contrasts with both informal narratives and economic benefits to business, with campus environments currently limited in the extent to which they are health promoting (Orme and Coghill [2014](#CIT0058)).

Messaging around the social risk of excess drinking (de Visser et al. [2013](#CIT0022)), as well as provision of other opportunities for achieving social integration, including more structured activities at the start of term, may be more acceptable to students and have the secondary effect of reducing emphasis on alcohol. This may be of further benefit to low- or non-drinking young people, for whom the current social offering based heavily on alcohol is unlikely to meet their needs as effectively. For those not conforming to majority alcohol norms, connectedness -- and subsequent social integration -- is more challenging. Although non-/low-drinking young people may see their own behaviour as a positive, personal life choice (Herring, Bayley, and Hurcombe [2014](#CIT0035)), this does not preclude social losses, particularly in a context where drinking together is normalised. In light of the recent trend of reduced youth consumption and growing numbers of non-/low-drinkers (Bhattacharya [2016](#CIT0007); Institute of Alcohol Studies [2013](#CIT0037)), it is arguable that universities have an opportunity, and a responsibility, to consider social provision outside of accepted models.

In considering the role of universities in moderating student drinking, this research contributes to the necessary debate on the potential for intervention to reduce harms associated with high levels of consumption in student populations. Current moderation efforts are likely to be significantly limited where student developmental needs are being met through current, high-consumption, behaviour despite its potential for longer-term health risks. The problematisation of student drinking evident in policy approaches (Measham and Brain [2005](#CIT0050)) contrasts with student experiences of the social benefits underpinning consumption in peer groups and the associated positive outcomes of this during transition. It further contrasts with the normalisation of alcohol in the university setting, with usual practice enabling alcohol use (Thombs et al. [2009](#CIT0075)) and ensuring that structure supports the agentic response (drinking) of students to inter-personal challenges. Further, current approaches of no direct mention of drinking in SU promotional material are somewhat passive and do not constitute an active challenge to situated norms, meaning they are likely to have limited effect.

As integration is highly significant in this life-stage, the benefits obtained from alcohol use would suggest that high levels of consumption are difficult to change significantly unless alternative means of social integration are available. University approaches to transition, including the construction of post-arrival processes governing the presentation of bonding opportunities, should be further examined, including challenges to the situated norms of student social behaviour and presentations of alternative means to attain goals of adaptation. Although, understandably, focusing transition activities on academic issues, this is not actually reflective of the primary concerns of new arrivals. The generation of new insights about the role of alcohol as a mechanism to meet developmental needs during this process of transition to university can inform both transition strategies and organisational approaches to moderation of negative alcohol outcomes.

Limitations and future research {#S0004-S2001}
-------------------------------

Although the case study approach facilitated understanding of the intersection of organisational processes with student behaviour, this also limits generalisability of findings. Further research across a range of campus sizes and locations is recommended. The scale of the study also prohibited in-depth consideration of the process of peer group formation in non-drinking students. Exploring barriers to and facilitators of peer group formation for non-drinkers would further clarify the function of alcohol during this period and the potential impact on meeting developmental goals. Although the importance of inter-rater reliability in conferring rigour in qualitative research is contested (Armstrong et al. [1997](#CIT0002); Barbour [2001](#CIT0004)), it should be acknowledged that lack of use here may have impacted analysis through increasing the interpretive nature of coding.

Despite these limitations, this study raises important issues regarding the perceived positive role of alcohol in peer group formation for this cohort and the implications of this for the university in attempting to reduce alcohol-related harm. Further consideration of approaches to moderating student alcohol use during this period should be explored.
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